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According to rector of the National University, Louis Argueta Antillon, El Salvador's economic
situation is critical. "It gets worse every year. Now it's the worst in our history. Many people say
the war is our biggest problem, but I think it's the economy," he said. For the past six years, Central
America has suffered massive currency devaluation, political instability and sharp reductions in
commodity prices. Living conditions are worse than a decade ago. World Bank statistics indicate
that the price of sugar plummeted from $6.06 a metric ton in 1980 to $1.13 in 1986, before rising to
$1.75 this year. Price deterioration for cotton and coffee, two other "traditional" Salvadoran exports,
has been only slightly less steep. Last year's drought resulted in soaring prices for beans, a staple
food, and the transformation of El Salvador from a bean exporter to importer. In early 1987, beans
sold for 20 cents per pound. At present, beans cost 50 cents a pound, down from a high of more
than 80 cents earlier this year. Recent economic indicators compiled by the Central Bank follow: *
Between 1980 and 1988, export revenues declined by 40%. Meanwhile, imports rose 11%, causing
a 400% increase in the foreign debt, and a severe balance of payments deficit. * Between 1978 and
1982, GDP fell 23%. Production has now almost returned to the 1980 level. * Inflation declined to
25% in 1987, down from 32% in 1986. * Demographic growth in the past eight years totaled 27%. Per
capita GDP has declined for 10 straight years. In the last eight years, per capita GDP has dropped
nearly 25%. * A cotton exporter until the early 1980's, El Salvador now imports almost all its cotton.
According to the Ministry of Planning, the 507.1% inflation since 1980 has pushed the minimum
cost of a nutritious diet for a family of five to $240 a month, representing a 20% increase in two
years. The official minimum wage was raised last year from $20 to $110. However, the majority of
Salvadoran workers earn much less. Infant mortality is on the upswing. A study this year by the US
Agency for International Development showed that one in 10 Salvadoran peasants has access to safe
drinking water, compared to three in 10 four years ago. Potable water is the most important means
of preventing infant mortality and intestinal diseases, the leading cause of death. Even conservative
estimates place the unemployment and underemployment rate at 40%, and rising. Miguel Angel
Valencia, mayor of Santa Ana and member of the rightwing ARENA party, estimated that 60% of
the working population was underemployed in his city, and about 90% of nearby rural residents
are underemployed. Santa Ana is the country's second largest city. The war and the dropoff in
agricultural production have forced tens of thousands of peasants off the land. Many have fled to the
US or to San Salvador. (Basic data from New York Times, 10/16/88)
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